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          1  COMMITTEE ON IMMIGRATION

          2                 CHAIRPERSON STEWART: Good afternoon.

          3  My name is Councilman Stewart, and as the Chair of

          4  the Immigration Committee and prime sponsor of

          5  Intro. 223-A, I'm very proud to be here today to

          6  vote on this important piece of legislation, which

          7  is also the first bill to be voted out of the

          8  Council's Committee on Immigration.

          9                 I want to thank the Speaker, members

         10  of the Immigration Committee, Council Member Barron,

         11  Fidler, Martinez and Palma, as well as Council

         12  Member Reed, for your valuable help and support.

         13                 Today we are taking a big step toward

         14  stopping immigration assistance services providers

         15  from harmful practices that hurt New York City

         16  immigrants and their families.

         17                 The goal of this legislation is to

         18  help immigrants in need of assistance who suffer at

         19  the hands of non-lawyers who provide immigration

         20  assistance services for substantial fees.

         21                 These providers have up until now

         22  operated unchecked. They often overcharge, fail to

         23  provide services as promised, or commit errors on

         24  immigration forms that can adversely affect

         25  immigration status for thousands of New York City
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          2  immigrants.

          3                 The bill will prohibit immigrant

          4  assistance services providers from claiming to be

          5  attorneys, or guaranteeing any particular outcomes

          6  with the immigration authorities.

          7                 223-A also will prohibit immigration

          8  assistance services provides from keeping documents

          9  or payments for fees, services not rendered.

         10                 In addition, the bill will require

         11  immigration assistance services providers to post

         12  signs and enter into contracts with all customers in

         13  order to help clarify the rights of immigrants

         14  seeking help with this complicated and often

         15  confusing process of protecting their immigration

         16  status.

         17                 Intro. 223-A does not license

         18  immigration services providers, it lays out

         19  prohibitive conduct for immigration assistance

         20  services providers, and allows those injured by

         21  these providers avenues of redress.

         22                 It requires several common-sense

         23  measures to ensure that the immigrants who seek help

         24  from immigration assistance providers understand

         25  that the people assisting them are not licensed and
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          2  do not have a legal background or legal expertise.

          3                 It also will enhance the City's

          4  efforts to protect immigrants from unscrupulous

          5  providers, giving the Department of Consumer Affairs

          6  enforcement authority, and providing for significant

          7  civil penalties and criminal sanctions.

          8                 Passage of this legislation marks the

          9  beginning, not the end, of our efforts in this area.

         10                 We are committed to curbing

         11  immigration assistance services that harm

         12  immigrants.

         13                 We will monitor progress made to us

         14  improving the situation in New York City under this

         15  legislation, and we'll keep working on this problem

         16  until every immigrant in this City can obtain

         17  appropriate services free of injury without fear.

         18                 First of all, let me introduce the

         19  members of the Committee. We have Council Member

         20  Palma, Council Member Martinez, we have with us John

         21  Liu from Queens, we have Lew Fidler from Brooklyn.

         22                 At this time I would like to ask my

         23  colleagues if there is anyone who wants to make a

         24  comment on this bill.

         25                 Council Member Martinez.
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          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER MARTINEZ: Thank you,

          3  Mr. Chair.

          4                 I want to thank you for your

          5  leadership on this bill and addressing this

          6  important issue. Many immigrants in the City of New

          7  York, fortunately until this piece of legislation

          8  had no real protection from individuals who present

          9  themselves as allies, as friends, as those that

         10  could help immigrants with many of their immigration

         11  situations, especially when it comes to issues of

         12  legal documentation, that many are taking advantage

         13  of and charged astronomical fees, and at the end of

         14  the day they wind up not receiving the services that

         15  they expected. These same individuals until today

         16  have no, we have no sort of accountability on these

         17  individuals, and I think that what we're presenting

         18  today is good legislation, good government

         19  protecting the most vulnerable, in this case the

         20  undocumented that we find that are the ones that are

         21  victims most of the times of these individuals.

         22                 So, again, I want to thank you for

         23  your leadership. I think this is a good bill. I

         24  think this is a bill that has been worked on a long

         25  time now, and we'll be addressing an important
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          2  situation in the City of New York.

          3                 CHAIRPERSON STEWART: Thank you,

          4  Member Martinez.

          5                 Council Member John Liu.

          6                 COUNCIL MEMBER LIU: Thank you, Mr.

          7  Chairman, for calling a vote on this very important

          8  bill. It's a bill that I proudly co-sponsor. I want

          9  to certainly echo everything that Council Member

         10  Martinez has already expressed.

         11                 But I think I would also add and

         12  emphasize the point that these so-called consultants

         13  who purport to help new immigrants and new Americans

         14  receive their papers so that they can stay here, or

         15  so that they can bring their family members over,

         16  are really among the baddest apples here in the big

         17  apple, and we need to do everything we can to stop

         18  them. These are scumbags who prey on the people in

         19  this City who are looking to simply make a living

         20  for themselves and their families and looking for

         21  the American dream, which is often very, very

         22  difficult to achieve.

         23                 And, so, they will do everything they

         24  can to try to obtain the paper so that they can be

         25  an American, or as close to an American as possible,
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          2  and yet their hopes and dreams are the reason that

          3  they are so easily preyed upon by these immigration,

          4  so-called immigration consultants.

          5                 And moreover, once they are preyed

          6  upon and become victims, they often do not have or

          7  do not feel that there is any way they can speak out

          8  against these people who have cheated them already,

          9  in many cases out of thousands and tens of thousands

         10  of dollars.

         11                 And, so, here in New York City where

         12  we always love to claim that we're the capital of

         13  the world, I do believe we are the capital of the

         14  world, and therefore, we welcome all citizens of the

         15  world. We have to enact this legislation to protect

         16  the many people who come to the United States from

         17  all over the world, and those people who choose to

         18  make New York City their home.

         19                 We should be proud and honored and

         20  flattered that they choose to relocate themselves

         21  and their families to the Big Apple.

         22                 Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON STEWART: Thank you,

         24  Council Member Liu.

         25                 Council Member Lew Fidler.
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          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER FIDLER: It's difficult

          3  to follow such a colorful and accurate

          4  representation of the problem.

          5                 Mr. Chairman, as you know, I spent

          6  almost two decades as a partner in a law firm whose

          7  main practice was immigration and nationality law,

          8  and so I have seen firsthand more than my share,

          9  more than anyone's share of the problems that are

         10  caused by the notarios and the "consultants."

         11                 The underlying issue in this

         12  legislation is whether or not we can ever make them

         13  disappear, how we can regulate them and at the same

         14  time, given the enormous need for immigration

         15  services in this City, still make sure that those

         16  services are available.

         17                 Ultimately this bill will give us

         18  another tool to put out of business, or at least

         19  seriously inconvenience those who are in business

         20  who take advantage of people who are most exposed.

         21                 And I know that we will encourage the

         22  Department of Consumer Affairs to fill in some of

         23  the gaps, such as making sure that the regulations

         24  include membership fees for organizations that hold

         25  themselves out to be not-for-profit, instead of
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          2  charging direct consulting fees, and we will not, if

          3  not preempted by federal law, look into the issue of

          4  acquiring all of these people that prepare these

          5  forms to actually sign that they prepared them,

          6  which is something that they're probably afraid to

          7  do because they don't want to be held accountable.

          8                 Ultimately the issue of whether or

          9  not these people are practicing law without a

         10  license is probably in someone else's court, and

         11  probably should be, and I don't think, and I hope

         12  that we don't legitimize the bottom feeders by

         13  passing this bill today, but instead give them some

         14  fear that there are more people, including the City

         15  of New York's Department of Consumer Affairs,

         16  looking at what they do to people and perhaps make a

         17  couple of them be a little bit more reputable and

         18  honorable.

         19                 I applaud you, Councilman Stewart,

         20  for bringing this issue so quickly before this new

         21  Committee, and I look forward to passing this bill

         22  and seeing it implemented in ways that will have

         23  real teeth and real effect and protect real people

         24  in this City, and I intend to vote in favor of this

         25  bill.
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          2                 CHAIRPERSON STEWART: Thank you,

          3  Council Member Fidler.

          4                 We have been joined by the

          5  illustrious gentleman from Manhattan, Robert

          6  Jackson.

          7                 Do you have a statement?

          8                 COUNCIL MEMBER JACKSON: Thank you,

          9  Council member. I appreciate the opportunity to be a

         10  prime sponsor of this piece of legislation that will

         11  not only assist the tens of thousands of people in

         12  the district that I represent, which is in Manhattan

         13  and Northern Manhattan, including geographical areas

         14  of Morningside Heights, Washington Heights, West

         15  Harlem and Inwood, where a majority of the people

         16  that I represent were not born and raised in New

         17  York City and seek immigration services all over

         18  Northern Manhattan and elsewhere, and this piece of

         19  legislation will provide the opportunity for them to

         20  be knowledgeable that they're not going to be ripped

         21  off by individuals trying to benefit from situations

         22  where they would take advantage of people that may

         23  not be knowledgeable about the laws and that are

         24  trusting and other individuals in a capacity of

         25  employers and entrepreneurs that are trying to
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          2  assist.

          3                 And, so, I thank you, Council Member

          4  Stewart, for championing this piece of legislation

          5  on behalf of all of those people in New York City

          6  that are seeking immigration assistance, for being

          7  the prime sponsor on this, along with my colleagues

          8  Martinez and Palma and Fidler and others, that this

          9  will help this City to be what we all call the

         10  greatest City in the world.

         11                 Thank you for sponsoring this and

         12  moving this forward so quickly, and I'm very, very

         13  proud to be a primary sponsor, along with you,

         14  Council member, on this piece of legislation.

         15                 CHAIRPERSON STEWART: Thank you, Mr.

         16  Jackson.

         17                 We have also been joined by two folks

         18  who have been the voice of the people and advocates

         19  for the victims of New York City, Charles Barron,

         20  Council Member Charles Barron and Council Member

         21  Lopez.

         22                 Do you have any opening statements,

         23  Mr. Barron?

         24                 COUNCIL MEMBER BARRON: Well, first of

         25  all, Mr. Chair, I'd like to congratulate you for
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          2  this legislation. It's timely. We need to protect

          3  immigrants. They go through enough. We need to fight

          4  for them to get better core social services while

          5  they're going through this process of trying to get

          6  citizenship of permanent residency. The least we can

          7  do is make sure they're not ripped off by those

          8  sharks out there that try to prey, and I don't mean

          9  p-r-a-y but p-r-e-y, on people who are very

         10  vulnerable.

         11                 So, I think this is a great piece of

         12  legislation. I want to commend you as Chair of this

         13  Committee, and hopefully, and I'm certain that my

         14  colleagues in the full Council will support it 100

         15  percent. And so the Immigrant Committee community

         16  should be very thankful for you to put this through

         17  this process.

         18                 And then let's even build stronger

         19  legislation and do some other things to protect

         20  those who are coming to unite with their families.

         21  And racism in it is that, and I know Lew Fidler

         22  would want me to talk without mentioning racism, but

         23  I want to make sure he's feeling comfortable today,

         24  but the racism in this whole immigration issue is

         25  that when the borders, when the white immigrants in
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          2  the mid-1900s were coming through, it was less

          3  complications on becoming citizenship and getting

          4  social services, now it seems that people of color

          5  are migrating more, now we have more complications

          6  on becoming citizens, getting social services, and

          7  being protected from predators.

          8                 So, I thank you for this legislation,

          9  and I'm anxious to vote on it.

         10                 CHAIRPERSON STEWART: Council Member

         11  Palma, do you want to make a statement?

         12                 COUNCIL MEMBER PALMA: I also want to

         13  congratulate you on the leadership. You said to make

         14  sure that this bill can be for the Committee, I,

         15  too, like my colleagues, represent a vast majority

         16  of immigrants in my neighborhood who have been truly

         17  taken advantage of over the years in trying to

         18  accomplish the American dream. So, I'm too proud to

         19  be a sponsor on this bill, and will encourage my

         20  colleagues who aren't sponsors on this bill to get

         21  on as well.

         22                 Thank you.

         23                 CHAIRPERSON STEWART: Council Member

         24  Lopez.

         25                 COUNCIL MEMBER LOPEZ: I just want to
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          2  point out that, as a Council member of a district

          3  where I have a lot of immigrants, I have found

          4  stories that I cannot believe of the way that

          5  immigrants' dollars are taken away from them in

          6  callous ways. And I think that this bill will give

          7  us, Mr. Chairman, the first weapon to really fight

          8  back against all of those organizations who are

          9  simply immoral and unethical.

         10                 At the moment that immigrants need

         11  the most is when they are in the most fragile state,

         12  and these organizations that are out there really,

         13  really do a number on them.

         14                 I have cases in my office where I

         15  have to intervene where people have been taken by

         16  thousands of dollars. Thousands. And told to them

         17  that if they deposit $5,000, $10,000 they're

         18  guaranteed to have a citizenship approved.

         19                 Then in every case I have intervened

         20  and reported, but this piece of legislation will

         21  begin giving us a very clear way to give information

         22  to immigrants that unless they see those posters in

         23  there, unless they understand clearly and told the

         24  prices of whatever services they require, do not do

         25  business with that organization and simply report it
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          2  to government. And we will deal with them.

          3  Therefore, you are an angel to immigrants.

          4                 Thank you for this legislation.

          5                 CHAIRPERSON STEWART: Thank you,

          6  Council Member Lopez.

          7                 Brothers and sisters, ladies and

          8  gentlemen, basically we are not at the end of this.

          9  We are going to be looking at this further again.

         10  Today we are going to vote this out of Committee,

         11  but we would like you to know that there are other

         12  issues to deal with immigration services that we

         13  will be looking at that we will be bringing further

         14  legislation to curtail any such injustices being

         15  done in our communities.

         16                 And, so, with that in mind, I will

         17  ask the Clerk to call the roll.

         18                 COUNCIL CLERK: Stewart.

         19                 CHAIRPERSON STEWART: Aye.

         20                 COUNCIL CLERK: Barron.

         21                 COUNCIL MEMBER BARRON: Aye.

         22                 COUNCIL CLERK: Fidler.

         23                 COUNCIL MEMBER FIDLER: May I be

         24  briefly excused to add a comment to my vote?

         25                 CHAIRPERSON STEWART: You may.

                                                            16

          1  COMMITTEE ON IMMIGRATION

          2                 COUNCIL MEMBER FIDLER: Yes.

          3                 First, I intended to thank Committee

          4  Counsel Jackie Sherman for her work on this bill,

          5  and Marcel as well, with my other comments.

          6                 Second, Councilman Barron, it

          7  wouldn't be a Monday if you didn't raise the specter

          8  of racism, and I'm sure that you'll also cast your

          9  vote today with the many thousands of residents of

         10  your district from the former Soviet Union who are

         11  also victims of immigration consultants, and I, on

         12  behalf of the many thousands of people I have

         13  represented over the years from the Dominican

         14  Republic, from Africa, from South America, proudly

         15  vote aye.

         16                 COUNCIL CLERK: Martinez.

         17                 COUNCIL MEMBER MARTINEZ: Can I

         18  briefly explain my vote also?

         19                 CHAIRPERSON STEWART: You may.

         20                 COUNCIL MEMBER MARTINEZ: I also want

         21  to thank the Counsel to the Committee, especially

         22  for the language and the clearness in terms of what

         23  we're looking for in terms of protecting the

         24  immigrant community within our City. And most

         25  importantly, putting the bond together to ensure
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          2  that there is some real remedy to those who refuse

          3  either to return the documents of those that were

          4  turned to them by the confident that the victim, in

          5  this case, the immigrant, had; and also holding,

          6  putting high standards for those who want to do some

          7  service for citizens of New York City, especially

          8  our immigrant community.

          9                 So, I proudly vote aye on this bill.

         10  And again, I want to thank the Counsel to this

         11  Committee.

         12                 COUNCIL CLERK: Palma.

         13                 COUNCIL MEMBER PALMA: Aye.

         14                 COUNCIL CLERK: By a vote of five in

         15  the affirmative, zero in the negative and no

         16  abstentions, the item is adopted.

         17                 Council Members, please sign the

         18  Committee report.

         19                 Thank you.

         20                 CHAIRPERSON STEWART: Finally, I would

         21  like to thank all of those advocates and the folks

         22  who have made this possible, and we hope that we can

         23  work closer together, and make sure that at least we

         24  have bills that really protect all the people of the

         25  City of New York.
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          2                 And with that in mind, Council

          3  members, this meeting is adjourned.

          4                 (Hearing concluded at 12:32 p.m.)
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